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attack, Dahlquist traipsed the front lines, studying maps and 
barking orders. 

On October 29, 1944, the third day of the Nisei rescue 
mission, the general visited a makeshift command post, his aide 
de camp in tow. The young lieutenant was Wells Lewis, son of 
the Nobel Prize-winning novelist, Sinclair Lewis. As Lewis stood 
to retrieve a map, a German machine gun nest picked him off. 
The general caught Lewis in his arms as he slumped dead. Shio-
saki remembers Dahlquist walking past Company K, face ash-
en, one hand covered in blood. The general revealed his inner 
turmoil in a letter to his wife: “It astounds me how these men 
are able to stand the physical and mental strain under which 
they are constantly living. It is almost beyond comprehension 
that the human being can stand so much.”* 

Company K, together with two others, was now within 
a mile of the Texans. Some 700 Germans, armed with mortars 

* Franz Steidl, author of Lost Battalions, is one historian who maintains 
that Dahlquist drove his Caucasian regiments no less hard than the Nisei.

“Go for Broke!” a painting in the collection of the Army Center of Military 
History, depicts the 442nd Regimental Combat Team assaulting German siege 
forces in the rescue of “The Lost Battalion.” U.S. Army Photo
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and machine guns and buttressed by tanks, were dug in along a 
narrow, heavily mined ridge “with steep drop-offs on either side.” 
As they advanced, the Nisei continued to absorb heavy casualties. 
Seventy-one years later, it’s all still so vivid for Fred Shiosaki—the 
sights, sounds and smells of what came to be called “Suicide Hill.” 

During a momentary lull in the fighting, “Our colonel 
stood up. Here’s this big white guy exhorting the little Buddha-
heads. He’s shouting, ‘Come on you guys! Let’s go! Let’s go!’ 
Waving his pistol. And I thought, ‘You crazy bastard, they’re 
going to shoot you!’ But he didn’t flinch. 
 “We were all charging up the ridge when all of sudden 
something hit me right in the ribs—like being hit by a baseball 
bat. I went down. Oh Jesus it hurt! They pulled up my shirt and 
here was a great big piece of shrapnel sitting on my ribs. Just 
broke the skin and cracked a rib.” One of the medics stopped to 
look at the wound, which was barely bleeding. Shiosaki believes 
it was probably Jim Okubo from Bellingham. “He had more guts 
than a burglar,” Shiosaki says, and often used his body to protect 
a wounded soldier. “All the medics in the 442nd were amazing.”*

Shiosaki struggled to his feet and rejoined his wild-eyed 
platoon. “We didn’t care anymore; we were like a bunch of sav-
ages,” one of his comrades said. A painting at the Pentagon de-
picts their intrepidity. With “fearless courage and complete dis-
regard for personal safety,” the 3rd Battalion kept charging up the 
slope, “shouting at the enemy and firing from their hips, while 
the enemy fired point-blank into their ranks,” U.S. Army histori-
ans wrote. “Completely unnerved by the vicious bayonet charge, 
the enemy fled in confusion after making a desperate stand.” 

Pursall was alongside his men all the way, Shiosaki says. 
“And as we pushed across off that hill I thought, ‘God, colonel 
I’ll kiss your hand!’ I consider Colonel Pursall to be one of the 
real heroes of the war. He was a real soldier’s soldier.” 

When the shooting suddenly stops, “it’s so quiet it’s a 
roar,” Shiosaki remembers. “The silence is deafening.” As he 

* James K. Okubo, whose family was incarcerated back home, went on to 
become a dentist in Detroit, only to be killed in an auto accident in 1967. 
“He saved more lives than anybody else in that outfit,” Shiosaki says. “A 
really good guy. We got together after the war. Then he gets killed in an 
auto accident. I couldn’t believe it. Talk about irony!”
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crested the hill, he heard someone crying. “There’s this kid—
a German kid, and he’s wounded. Just a teenager. I thought, 
‘You sonofabitch!’ I could easily have shot him, but I didn’t. I 
just kept on going, even though I’d just lost most of my pla-
toon. I hope he had a long life. I remember that so vividly. 
People ask what it’s like to have to kill someone in combat. I 
had no self-doubts. It was either me or them. There was never 
any question when I drew a bead on somebody. It had to be 
one of us. Except that one time. That German kid looked like 
he was 14 years old—like my younger brother.”

After the combat team’s artillery chased away the last 
clump of Germans, the 442nd reached the Texans on the after-
noon of October 30. “Patrol from 442nd here,” they radioed. 
“Tell them that we love them!” 
 “It was the happiest day of my life,” one of the rescued 
GI’s said. When he spotted a Japanese soldier cresting the 
ridge, wearing a helmet that looked “several sizes too big,” race 
no longer mattered. “Here was a brother of mine coming up 
to save my life.” Another remarked: “It was really ironical that 
we were so glad to see Japanese, but, boy, they are real Ameri-
cans.” They shared a pack of real American cigarettes.

During a brief rest break, the 442nd finally got winter uni-
forms and better boots before setting off again in pursuit of the 
Germans. “I got my boots off and, jeeze, my feet were pretty,” 
Fred remembers. “They were purple and red, but I couldn’t 
stand on them. Then we were ordered out by General Dahlquist 
to pass in review so he could ‘thank’ us. I could hardly walk, my 
feet hurt so bad. But they made us show up. The general repri-
manded the colonel: ‘I said I wanted everyone to pass in review! 
Where are all your men?’ There were only 17 of us from K Com-
pany out of the 186 guys we’d had at the beginning of the battle 
and eight from I Company. And the colonel says, ‘Sir, these are 
all the men I have left!’ That’s all we had. Barely a battalion left 
out of the whole 442nd. We looked like we’d gone through a 
sieve.” The chaplain said it was the first time he’d seen the colo-
nel cry. 

Eyes flashing, Shiosaki shakes his head: “Big old gen-
eral! If I’d had a pistol I would have shot the son of a bitch! You 
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talk about angry! When you think of 
all the friends we’d lost. Goddamn, 
I’m still mad about that!” 

A day after the dress review, 
“Dahlquist called out the ravaged 
2nd and 3rd Battalions for patrolling 
and reconnaissance duty, in case the 
enemy mounted a counterattack,” 
wrote Lyn Crost, the war correspon-
dent who covered the 442nd. “So the 
tired, tattered Nisei soldiers, still 
mourning their dead and wounded, 
trudged back onto the line.”

The 442nd was finally re-
lieved of duty in the Vosges in mid-
November, happy to be transferred 
to another command. Shiosaki 
spent the remainder of the Euro-
pean war in the Maritime Alps be-
tween southern France and Italy. “It 
was the so-called ‘Champagne Campaign,’ but don’t let them 
BS you,” Fred says. “It was cold and rainy—not the Riviera, but 
better than being shot at all the time.”

In the 1950s at Fort Bragg, when Dahlquist was a four-
star general, he bumped into the former commander of the Ha-
waiians’ 100th Battalion. “Let bygones be bygones. It’s all water 
under the bridge, isn’t it?” the general said, offering his hand. 
The colonel saluted and stared straight ahead. 

While the heroism of the 442nd had been featured in articles 
and newsreels, Japanese American soldiers returned home 
to indifference at best, outright hostility at worst; no confetti 
or keys to the city. The Spokane VFW post refused member-
ship to a Nisei vet. When Fred Shiosaki took a pretty teenager 
named Lily Nakai to the skating rink on one of their first dates 
he was accosted by a drunk who hated “dirty rotten Japs.” If 
the man had had an ounce of sober civility, he might have dis-
covered that Fred was a decorated combat veteran who fully 
agreed with Harry Truman’s decision to unleash history’s first 

Lt. Col. Pursall is swathed in 
leis at an event in Hawaii after 
the war. University of Hawaii at 
Manoa Library
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atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. “We did what was 
necessary to end the war,” Fred says. “I wouldn’t have wanted 
any more American boys to die going in there. In fact, I would 
have liked [the bomb] to have been used against Germany.” 

In Hood River, Oregon, a year earlier, the American Le-
gion post had removed the names of 16 Nisei servicemen from 
its “roll of honor.” All along the West Coast, as Japanese Amer-
icans straggled out of the camps, many found themselves with 
no place to go. They’d lost most of their worldly possessions; 
their farms and orchards—never really their own property—
were being cultivated by the land owners or new tenants. Bu-
colic Hood River was far from the only place to publicly declare 
the Japanese would not be welcomed back. The postwar hous-
ing shortage forced many former internees into trailer parks, 
old barracks and “shoddy new government facilities.” Thou-
sands of younger Nisei moved elsewhere in America.

Through second-hand sources late in the war, the Shio-
sakis had learned George was alive, if not well, in Japan. When 
Floyd, the youngest of the four Shiosaki brothers, arrived there 
in 1946 as a member of General MacArthur’s Army of Occupa-
tion, he heard George might be working at the same military 
depot. “It was quite a shock to all of a sudden see your brother 
for the first time in five years,” Floyd remembers. He learned 
that George had been drafted into the Japanese Army late in 
the war. By then, however, he was so malnourished that he 
was hospitalized for months. Now an interpreter, George was 
conflicted about leaving Japan and worried about his U.S. citi-
zenship.

Under the GI Bill, Fred returned to Gonzaga. He was a chem-
istry major, mulling pre-med while also picking up credits for 
a teaching certificate. Living at home and working part time at 
the laundry was often tedious. He was a grown man now. For 
the first year, he found it hard to concentrate on his studies. In 
the middle of a lecture, memories about the war would pop into 
his head. Loud noises could startle him. The university had a 
slew of veterans, but still only a few Asians. One day in English 
Lit, the professor—a Jesuit priest no less—made an offhand 
crack about “a bunch of Japs.” Fred remembers feeling “so 
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rummy” that he just 
kept his head down. 
Sometimes in the 
middle of the night his 
mother would shake 
him awake, saying, 
“You were screaming 
again.” Slowly things 
got better, though he 
still didn’t want to talk 
about the war. When 
his brother Roy got 
back from Europe, 
he was that way too. 
Most of their buddies 
had the same bag-
gage. “Today we can 
talk about it, even 
kid about it. But not 
back then,” Fred says. 
“It was part of your 
psyche. After a while, 
I learned it was an exercise in futility to get in fights. I learned 
to recognize the source and just walk away.”

When Go For Broke!, a movie about the 442nd—starring 
Van Johnson as a Texan who lost his bigotry in the Vosges—
opened in Spokane, Fred was invited to attend in his uniform. 
The movie was steeped in “Hollywood BS,” Shiosaki says. But 
he didn’t say so then. 

Fred graduated from Gonzaga in 1949. His adviser 
urged him to pursue a master’s degree in chemistry at the 
University of Washington. By then, however, he and Lily were 
serious. “I’m in Seattle; she’s in Spokane. It was just an im-
possible situation. I couldn’t study!” Ed Foubert, a mentor and 
friend from the biology department at Gonzaga, got him a job 
at Hollister-Stier Laboratories, a pharmaceutical company in 
Spokane. That was followed by a short stint at Kaiser Alumi-
num. Shiosaki finally landed a solid job as a chemist with the 
City of Spokane’s Health Department.

Pulitzer Prize-winning cartoonist Bill Mauldin, 
whose cartoons made him a hero to dogface GIs, 
drew this one to satirize prejudice at war’s end. 
National Archives
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In 1952, when 
first-generation Japa-
nese immigrants 
were finally allowed 
to apply for natural-
ized citizenship, Fred 
and Roy began coach-
ing their parents for 
the tests. “My mother 
was just hilarious,” 
Fred remembered in 
a 2006 interview with 
Tom Ikeda, executive 
director of Densho, 
the rich repository of 
Japanese American 
experiences during 
World War II. The 
boys would ask their 
mom, “Where was the 
Constitution signed?” 
Unfortunately, noth-
ing in the Japanese 
language approxi-

mates “Philadelphia.” Mrs. Shiosaki would say something like 
“Hooloodaupiya” as her sons practically rolled on the floor. Kisa-
buro and Tori Shiosaki passed the tests and proudly became offi-
cial Americans. Fred felt then, and even more so now, that what 
the Nisei soldiers proved in combat played an important role in 
changing the law. “By god, Fred,” he said to himself, “you had a 
piece of this one.” 

Fred and Lily got married. Having inherited some of their 
Issei parents’ conservatism, they had waited until he had a 
steady job. His duties with the city were expanding to assist 
the police and fire departments. He was involved in clubs and 
other civic activities. All this made his father proud, yet there 
was a hole in Kisaburo Shiosaki’s heart.

In 1958, the patriarch was dying of cancer. He desper-

MGM Archives
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ately wanted to see his firstborn son. George Shiosaki, now 41, 
had married a lovely Japanese girl. He was working as a proof-
reader for an English-language newspaper in Tokyo. The pay 
was paltry, and the couple now had a child. His sister Blanche 
was active in the Japanese American Citizens League, which 
helped him secure an emergency visa. He came home with 
his wife and daughter and desperately wanted to stay to help 
run the laundry. “I have always felt that America is my coun-
try,” George wrote to Congressman Walt Horan, an energetic 
Republican from Wenatchee. George explained how he had 
been coerced into the Japanese Army. Horan introduced a res-
olution to overturn Shiosaki’s expatriation. George’s attorneys 
filed a parallel action in federal district court. Two months after 
his father’s death, the State Department reversed itself and af-
firmed George Shiosaki’s U.S. citizenship. 

Fred and Lily became parents in 1959. First came Nancy, 
then Michael, two years later. In 1967, Fred became the found-
ing director of the Spokane Air Pollution Control Authority. He 
soon emerged as a regional pacesetter in the growing environ-
mental movement. More opportunities came his way.

During the xenophobic 1930s, Washington Water Power 
Company “felt it necessary to assure its customers it employed 
no Japanese workers.” Now it wanted the son of an immigrant 
laundryman to become one of its top managers. WWP made 
several runs at Shiosaki. In 1978, he finally agreed to oversee 
its environmental program. “They were building a new coal-
fired plant. I think they hired me because I was harassing the 
hell out of them!” Fred says, laughing. Shiosaki went on to 
serve as chairman of the Washington State Ecological Com-
mission for seven years. Rogers High School named him to its 
Walk of Fame.

Governor Gary Locke appointed Shiosaki, a passionate 
fly-fisherman, to the Washington Fish and Wildlife Commis-
sion in 1999. “In some of those high-pressure jobs I had, I’d go 
home at night and spend an hour down in the basement tying 
flies. That would kind of smooth things down.” As a commis-
sioner, Shiosaki rubbed some lawmakers and user groups the 
wrong way. Never a table-pounder, he nevertheless spoke his 
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mind. “In all of the jobs I had over the years, I always felt that 
you gotta rile somebody or you’re probably not facing up to the 
tough decisions.” During his eight years on the commission, 
Shiosaki championed youth programs. “Many kids today have 
never been fishing in their lives, especially underprivileged 
kids. Our ‘Fishing Kids’ program is one of the highlights of all 
the stuff I’ve been involved with.” He was also instrumental 
in securing funding for a new Fish and Wildlife Department 
regional headquarters in Spokane Valley, including a $1.9 mil-
lion laboratory. The facility was renamed to honor Shiosaki. 

America was now righting half a century of wrongs against 
Japanese Americans. In 1988, President Ronald Reagan signed 
legislation formally apologizing for the wartime concentration 
camps and allocating redress. Each surviving victim was to re-
ceive $20,000; in all, 82,219 victims were compensated. 

Twenty combat decorations awarded to Nisei soldiers 
during World War II were upgraded to Medals of Honor in 
2000 during a White House ceremony. Senator Inouye, who 
lost his right arm fighting fascism and gave his heart to seek-
ing justice for his comrades, received the Medal of Honor. So 
did the fearless medic, Jim Okubo—posthumously, 56 years 
late. “Rarely has a nation been so well served by a people it has 
so ill-treated,” said President Bill Clinton. “They risked their 
lives, above and beyond the call of duty. And in so doing, they 
did more than defend America; in the face of painful preju-
dice, they helped to define America at its best.” 

In 2011, Fred Shiosaki and other Nisei World War II veter-

Michael Shiosaki with his parents at their Seattle apartment. Wells Fargo Stories
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ans from around the nation were 
awarded the Congressional Gold 
Medal, one of America’s highest 
civilian honors. By then, however, 
the majority of the 19,000 one-
time “enemy aliens” who served 
their country with such valor 
were gone. At least not forgotten.

Staff Sergeant Shiosaki, 
who somehow survived one of 
the bloodiest battles in U.S. Army 
history, is now 92. His cheeks are 
still rosy; his sense of whimsy is 
intact. Daughter Nancy is teach-
ing English in Japan; son Michael 
is the director of planning and de-
velopment for Seattle Parks and 
Recreation. Michael is also mar-
ried to the mayor—and “bossy,” 
Fred deadpans. A couple of years 
ago, Michael moved his aging 
parents to a comfortable senior-citizen apartment complex in 
Seattle. Lily, the love of Fred’s life, died on the Fourth of July 
in 2016. Self-effacing and modest, she also possessed great re-
silience and was devoted to Fred and their children. He misses 
her. And Spokane too. It’s a good thing every Gonzaga Bulldog 
basketball game is on TV. 

It’s hard to fathom, but Fred says some stupid geezer 
actually called him a “Jap” the other day. He shrugged it off. 
More worrisome, Fred says, is that even after all the apologies, 
belated medals, books and documentaries, “a lot of people—
especially young people—don’t know enough about what hap-
pened to Japanese Americans during the war. People forget 
what democracy is all about—that the least of us are supposed 
to be protected. But it doesn’t always happen. It’s a lesson of 
history that bears repeating.” 

Otherwise, it might happen again.

John C. Hughes 

Fred proudly wears his World War 
II tunic during a Gonzaga event sa-
luting veterans. Gonzaga University


